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R939The international conservation 
organisation, the Worldwide Fund 
for Nature (WWF) has much to 
worry about, but one of its key 
concerns is Antarctica, which, 
with its surrounding Southern 
Ocean, comprises 40 per cent of 
the surface of the planet.
Until recently pristine, with 
climate change it is becoming 
increasingly accessible and 
attracting interest to the vast 
natural resources it contains.
So last month, the WWF 
announced plans to seek marine 
reserves covering 10 per cent of 
the Southern Ocean area.
The wildlife charity says the 
protected areas are needed to help 
unique populations of fish, seabirds 
and marine animals including 
whales, seals, albatrosses and 
penguins. Constance Johnson, 
WWF Antarctic and Southern 
Ocean initiative manager said: 
“WWF is calling for an ecologically 
representative network of marine 
The WWF has launched a plan to 
create nature reserves within the 
Southern Ocean as commercial 
pressures on the region build. 
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Southern worries protected areas covering at least 10 per cent of the 35 million square 
kilometre Southern Ocean by 
2012.”
“Creating a network of marine 
protected areas will help reduce 
the impact of other pressures 
in the region, such as fisheries 
and tourism, helping to sustain 
a healthier marine environment 
which is better able to adapt to 
rising temperatures.”
In the past 50 years, the 
Antarctic has seen some of the 
greatest temperature changes 
on the planet, having warmed in 
some places by 3ºC. The changes 
have had an adverse effect on 
wildlife, which is already under 
threat from non-native species 
such as rats, mice and rabbits, 
brought to the continent by 
humans.
And worries are growing that 
countries are increasing their 
territorial claims and potential 
exploitation of the region as 
temperatures rise and access 
eases. At the time of the WWF’s 
announcement it was reported 
that Britain plans to lodge claims 
with the UN for right to natural 
resources in large tracts of the 
Southern Ocean and surrounding 
islands, such as the Falklands, 
under its sovereignty.The WWF reports that 
researchers have noticed a 
decline in rockhopper, chinstrap 
and adelie penguin populations 
as a result of the decline in 
sea ice. Krill, the foundation of 
the Antarctic food chain, are 
in serious decline and newly 
exposed water allows greater 
access to illegal fishing boats.
The UK’s claim would be in 
defiance of the spirit of the 
1959 Antarctic treaty, to which 
Britain is a signatory. The treaty 
specifically states that no new 
claims shall be asserted on the 
continent. The treaty was drawn 
up to prevent territorial disputes.
But it was reported last month 
that the UK government was 
gathering data for a submission 
to the UN that could extend 
British oil, gas and mineral 
exploitation up to 450 kilometres 
offshore into the Southern 
Ocean.
Much of the seabed there is 
at such a depth that extraction  
of gas, oil or minerals is not 
yet technically feasible, but the 
retreating ice makes many areas 
more accessible. And the British 
have no doubt noted the activities 
in the Arctic this year which have 
seen Russia plant a flag on the 
seabed, claiming large tracts of Under pressure: The WWF is seeking increased protection for wildlife in Antarctica facing climate change. (Photo: Steve Bloom 
Images/­Alamy.)
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For the first time in 34 years, this 
year’s Nobel prizes honoured two 
German scientists in different 
disciplines, with the inventor 
Peter Grünberg receiving half of 
the physics prize, and the surface 
chemist Gerhardt Ertl winning the 
chemistry award all by himself the 
very next day. 
In the second half of the 
twentieth century, Nobel prizes 
and the lack thereof have been 
the clearest indicator of the 
irreversible damage that the Third 
Reich inflicted on Germany’s 
knowledge base by driving 
the best brains into exile. In 
chemistry, for instance, Ertl is the 
28th laureate, but half of those 
prizes were won before 1933, 
and the last one before his went 
to structural biochemists Huber, 
Michl, and Deisenhofer in 1988. 
Thus, the nearly simultaneous 
arrival of Ertl’s and Grünberg’s 
accolades was interpreted by 
many as a sign of German science 
rejoining the leading research 
nations. The news magazine Der 
Spiegel ran a cover story on this 
theme, showing the glass dome 
of the Berlin Reichstag taking off 
like a space ship, in a spectacular 
display of clouds and fire jets.
Simultaneously, efforts to 
create the right environment for 
future Nobel-winning research 
efforts have also made a 
significant step forwards, as the 
‘Exzellenzinitiative’, or initiative 
for excellence, announced the 
second set of universities and 
institutes that were considered 
top rank and will benefit from 
additional funding of nearly two 
billion euros until 2011. 
In the first round announced 
in 2006, the Exzellenzinitiative 
crowned the first three elite 
universities, namely the Technical 
Universities of Karlsruhe and 
Munich, and the Ludwigs 
Maximilian University at Munich. 
New visionary concepts for 
integrating research across 
the traditional organisational 
structures appear to have been 
crucial in these decisions made by 
international advisory panels. For 
instance, Karlsruhe, a winner in 
the first round, presented a radical 
concept to merge the technical 
university with the neighbouring 
research centre to form a 
‘Karlsruhe Institute of Technology’ 
or KIT. 
In the second round, 
announced last month, the 
Technical University of Aachen, 
Free University of Berlin, three 
historic universities (Göttingen, 
Heidelberg, Freiburg), and one 
modern foundation, Konstanz, 
joined the elite ranks, based on 
overall institutional strategies 
for the future. At the same time, 
20 excellence clusters and 21 
postgraduate schools received 
shares of the extra funding, many 
of them involving institutes of 
the overall prize winners (hosting 
at least one of each was a 
requirement for the universities 
crowned). The Free University 
of Berlin, for instance, chairs 
two of the winning schools and 
two of the clusters, all in the 
humanities. In biology, Freiburg 
University presides over a ‘Centre 
for Biological Signalling Studies’, 
while Aachen chairs an excellence 
cluster on ‘Tailor-made Fuels from 
Biomass’.
The main German 
funding agency, Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG), 
had organised the assessment of 
the schools and clusters, fielding 
84 applications, and using 320 
expert reviewers, 80 per cent 
of whom were from abroad. 
DFG president Matthias Kleiner 
announced the winners and 
praised the quality of all entries. 
“Overall, we can already say, 
with absolute certainty, that 
the Excellence Initiative has 
stimulated significant change in 
the German higher education and 
scientific community, and that it 
will continue to do so,” he said. 
“We hope, and are confident, that 
this process will not come to an 
end once the five years are over, 
but that the initiative will continue 
and be developed further.”
Michael Gross is a science writer based 
at Oxford. He can be contacted via his 
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Two new Nobel laureates and 
six new ‘elite’ universities have 
lifted the spirits of scientists in 
Germany. Michael Gross reports.
Confidence boostpreviously inaccessible ocean as its territory. But Britain’s moves 
in the Antarctic are sure to anger 
many neighbouring countries in 
the region.
The UK’s Antarctic submission 
reflects efforts to secure 
resources for the future as oil and 
gas reserves dwindle over the 
coming years. The substantial 
gas and oil reserves in the North 
Sea, on which the country has 
depended for more than 30 years, 
are now beginning to dry up, 
and the country has made little 
provision for alternative energy 
supplies.
The British Antarctic Territory, 
first claimed in 1908, forms a 
triangular wedge, with its apex 
at the South Pole and has two 
permanently manned scientific 
stations.
But the possibility of 
prospecting raises new worries. 
Karen Sack, head of oceans 
for Greenpeace International, 
said little was known about the 
environmental impact on marine 
life of drilling and exploration at 
great depths. “What we don’t 
know is what kind of impact 
these activities are having right 
now. We have more maps of the 
moon than we do of the deep 
sea. Whenever there’s deep-sea  
fishing there’s always new 
species identified.”
A British submersible recently 
dived to depths of more 
than three kilometres in the 
waters around the edge of the 
continental shelf. The seas were 
swarming with krill, brittle stars 
and sea cucumbers, but melting 
sea ice is cause for great concern 
for these key species.
International interest in 
exploiting the ocean’s floors 
comes as global warming is 
opening up previously frozen 
seas, extending possible areas 
of interest. Russia’s Arctic 
claims have caused international 
concern, as have France’s claims 
for large tracts of ocean around 
New Caledonia in the Pacific.
Nations must present detailed 
geological data to the UN to 
back their case for new territorial 
jurisdictions over continental 
shelves. But for the ecosystems 
and wildlife in these regions, any 
move is likely to be bad news.
